
 

 
 

HMS Compliance Guide: 
Recreational Fishing 

for Atlantic 
Billfishes, Swordfish, Sharks, and Tunas 

 

Published January 2021 

Office of Sustainable Fisheries 
Atlantic Highly Migratory Species 

Management Division 
 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/topic/atlantic-highly-migratory-species

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/topic/atlantic-highly-migratory-species


 1   

Introduction to Atlantic Highly Migratory Species (HMS) Management 

This guide is intended to provide a plain language summary of how to comply 

with Federal regulations for Atlantic HMS (tunas, swordfish, sharks, and 

billfishes).  Atlantic HMS within the U.S. Atlantic, Gulf of Mexico, and 

Caribbean, are managed by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA 

Fisheries) under the authority of the Secretary of Commerce. 

HMS fisheries are managed under the 2006 Consolidated Atlantic HMS Fishery 

Management Plan (FMP) and its amendments.  NOAA Fisheries recently 

updated and amended several of the implementing regulations for the 2006 

Consolidated HMS FMP.  Regulatory changes include, but are not limited to, 

the following sections: 

VI.  All HMS recreational permit holders are only allowed to retain 

male shortfin mako sharks that measure at least 71 inches fork 

length (FL) (180 cm FL) and female shortfin mako sharks that 

measure at least 83 inches FL (210 cm FL).  

VI.  Recreational permit holders, who also hold a shark limited 

access permit, are allowed to land shortfin mako sharks under 

the recreational size limits, retention limits, and gear 

restrictions.  Such shortfin mako sharks cannot be sold and no 

sharks may be sold that were caught by a vessel with an HMS 

Angling permit.   

VI.  In addition to the shark endorsement requirement, all HMS 

permitted vessels will be required to use non-offset, non-

stainless steel circle hooks when fishing for sharks 

recreationally, except when fishing with flies or artificial lures.   

Any shark caught on a hook other than a non-offset, non-

stainless steel circle hook must be released unless caught using 

flies or artificial lures.  

VII.  Bigeye and/or yellowfin tuna carcasses that have been 

damaged (i.e., bitten) by a shark or another marine species, 

may be retained and landed if the remainder of the fish meets 

the minimum size of 27 inches (69 cm).  No tissue may be cut 

away from or other alterations made to the damaged areas of 

the fish.  These provisions do not apply to bluefin tuna.  

Fishery rules change frequently.  Check https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-

highly-migratory-species/atlantic-hms-fishery-compliance-guides to be sure you 

have the most recent version of this guide.  It is your responsibility to be 

familiar with the latest regulatory updates and to comply with the current official 

regulations.   

To stay up-to-date with HMS regulations, sign up for Atlantic HMS News at 

https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USNOAAFISHERIES/subscriber/new?

topic_id=USNOAAFISHERIES_18 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-hms-fishery-compliance-guides
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-hms-fishery-compliance-guides
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USNOAAFISHERIES/subscriber/new?topic_id=USNOAAFISHERIES_18
https://public.govdelivery.com/accounts/USNOAAFISHERIES/subscriber/new?topic_id=USNOAAFISHERIES_18
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All Atlantic HMS that are caught but not kept must be released immediately to 

improve their chances of survival without removing them from the water.1  

Fishing techniques and gear modifications are summarized in the careful 

handling and release brochure: 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-and-education/careful-catch-

and-release-brochure 

Endnotes (1, 2, 3, etc.) are in the final chapter of this guide and refer to the 

locations of the regulations in the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) (Title 50, 

Wildlife and Fisheries).  
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I. PERMITS and ENDORSEMENTS 2 

To fish recreationally in federal waters for any authorized Atlantic tunas, 

swordfish, billfishes, and sharks, and within the waters of Atlantic coastal states 

for tunas (excluding Maine, Connecticut, and Mississippi),3 vessel owners must 

have a valid federal fishing permit for their vessel.  The type of permit depends 

on the fish species, fishing gear, and fishing trip.  The four types (or categories) 

of permits that can be used to recreationally fish for Atlantic HMS are HMS 

Angling, HMS Charter/Headboat, Atlantic Tunas General category, and 

Swordfish General Commercial permit. Each permit is issued to a vessel owner 

for a specific vessel.  All passengers onboard a vessel with a valid HMS permit 

may recreationally fish for Atlantic HMS under specified terms and conditions.  

Please refer to each species section for specific species and gear restrictions.  To 

fish for sharks recreationally, permit holders need to apply for and receive a 

shark endorsement on their permit.4  This requirement was implemented in 

Amendment 5b in 2017.  Additionally, vessels issued a Charter/Headboat permit 

need a commercial endorsement to sell HMS.5  Vessels without the endorsement 

will be considered "recreational" and those with the endorsement will be 

considered "commercial" and will need to follow U.S. Coast Guard regulations 

for commercial vessels. 

Buy or Renew an HMS Open-Access Permit:  

https://hmspermits.noaa.gov 

(888) 872-8862 

HMS Angling Strictly for recreational fishing (i.e., no sale).  A 

shark endorsement is required on the permit to fish 

for sharks.6 

HMS 
Charter/Headboat 

Required for vessels taking for-hire passengers 

recreational fishing for Atlantic HMS.  A commercial 

sale endorsement is required to sell any HMS.7  A 

shark endorsement is required on the permit to fish 

recreationally for sharks.  See Section VIII  for 

detailed information. 

 

Atlantic Tunas 
General category 

Commercial fishing permit for Atlantic tunas that can 

also be used for fishing recreationally for all HMS 

only when participating in a registered HMS 

tournament. 8  A shark endorsement on the permit is 

required to fish recreationally for sharks during 

registered HMS tournaments.  See Section IX for 

more information. 

 

Swordfish General 
Commercial 

Commercial fishing permit for Atlantic swordfish 

that can also be used for fishing recreationally for all 

HMS only when participating in a registered HMS 

tournament under certain restrictions.9  A shark 

https://hmspermits.noaa.gov/
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endorsement on the permit is required to fish 

recreationally for sharks during registered HMS 

tournaments. See Sections V and IX for more 

information. 

Only one of these four permits can be issued to a vessel in a calendar year, 

except the allowable combination of an Atlantic Tunas General category 

permit  and a Swordfish General Commercial permit.  Permit holders may 

only change permit category within 45 days of the permit issuance date, as long 

as no fish were landed in that time period.10  

Where do the Federal regulations apply?11 

Federal recreational fishing regulations apply in federal waters and on the high 

seas, and may apply to recreational fishing in state waters.  Anglers possessing a 

federal HMS fishing permit who are fishing in state waters must follow federal 

regulations for HMS in those waters, unless the state regulations are more 

restrictive, in which case the state regulations apply.  Anglers who are planning 

on fishing in state waters should be familiar with the state regulations for 

specific species and situations.  A list of state agency contacts is in Section XI . 

II. GEARS12 
Each HMS permit allows the use of certain fishing gears, depending on: 1) the type 

of permit and 2) the fish species.  Please see each species section for fishing gear 

rules.  The following gears are authorized for recreational HMS fishing: 

Bandit gear A vertical hook and line gear with rods attached to the vessel when 

in use.  Manual, electric, or hydraulic reels may be used to retrieve 

lines. 

Rod and 
reel 

A handheld fishing rod with a manually or electronically operated 

reel attached. 

Handline A mainline with no more than two gangions or hooks attached.  

Must be retrieved by hand, not by mechanical means, and must be 

attached to, or in contact with, a vessel. 

Speargun A muscle-powered speargun equipped with a trigger mechanism, a 

spear with a tip designed to penetrate and retain fish, and terminal 

gear.  Terminal gear may include, but is not limited to, trailing lines, 

reels, and floats.  The term ñmuscle-powered speargunò means a 

speargun that stores potential energy provided by the operatorôs 

muscles, and that releases only the amount of energy that the 

operator has provided to it from his or her own muscles.  The 

operator must be physically in the water when using this gear, and 

may freedive, use SCUBA, or other underwater breathing devices.13 

Greenstick An actively trolled mainline attached to a vessel and elevated or 

suspended above the surface of the water with no more than 10 

hooks or gangions attached to the mainline.  The suspended line, 

attached gangions and/or hooks, and catch may be retrieved 
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collectively by hand or mechanical means.  Greenstick does not 

constitute a pelagic longline or bottom longline. 

Secondary 
gears 

(a.k.a. ñcockpitò gears) may be used only at boatside to aid and 

assist in subduing, or bringing onboard, Atlantic HMS that have first 

been caught or captured using primary gears authorized for 

recreational HMS fishing.  Examples: dart harpoons, gaffs, and tail 

ropes.  Secondary gears may not be used to capture, or attempt to 

capture, free-swimming or undersized HMS.14 

HOOK TYPES 

Circle hook A hook originally designed and manufactured so that the point of 

the hook turns perpendicularly back toward the shank of the hook 

to form a generally circular or oval shape. 

Offset circle 
hook 

A circle hook originally designed and manufactured so that the 

barbed end of the hook is displaced relative to the parallel plane 

of the eyed-end, or shank, of the hook when laid on its side. 

J-hook Although not defined in federal regulations, J-hooks are fishing 

hooks that are generally shaped like the letter ñJò and do not meet 

the definition of a circle hook. 

FISHING TECHNIQUES 

Surface 
trolling15 

A fishing technique where the lines trail behind a vessel which is 

in constant motion at speeds in excess of four knots with a visible 

wake.  Such trolling may not involve the use of down riggers, 

wire lines, planers, or similar devices. 

Downrigger16 A piece of equipment attached to a vessel that has a weight on a 

cable that is attached to hook-and-line gear to maintain lures or 

bait at depth while trolling.  Downriggers may be used with the 

authorized recreational hook and line gears including bandit, rod 

and reel, handline, and greenstick gear. 

III. CLOSED AREAS 
An angler on an Atlantic HMS-permitted vessel may fish recreationally for 

Atlantic HMS in federal waters, except in areas closed to fishing.  A description 

of these areas is below, followed by a map. 

The Tortugas Marine 
Reserves17 

Fishing for any species and 

anchoring by fishing in 

vessels is prohibited year-

round in the EEZ portions 

of Tortugas North and 

Tortugas South.   

The Tortugas North area is bounded by 24°40ô00ò 

N. lat., 83Á06ô00ò W. long.; 24Á46ô00ò N. lat., 

83Á06ô00ò W. long.; 24Á46ô00ò N. lat., 83Á00ô00ò 

W. long.; thence along the line denoting the 

seaward limit of Floridaôs waters, as shown on the 

current edition of NOAA chart 11438 to 24Á40ô00ò 

N. lat., 83°06ô00ò W. long.  Tortugas South is 

bounded by 24°33ô00ò N. lat., 83Á09ô00ò W. long.; 

24Á33ô00ò N. lat., 83Á05ô00ò W. long.; 24Á18ô00ò 

N. lat., 83Á05ô00ò W. long.; 24Á18ô00ò N. lat., 
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83°09ô00ò W. long.; 24Á33ô00ò N. lat., 83Á09ô00ò 

W. long. 

Madison-Swanson and 
Steamboat Lumps Closed 
Areas18 

Surface trolling is allowed 

from May-October, but 

fishing by any other 

method is prohibited year-

round.   

The coordinates for the Madison-Swanson closed 

area are: 29°17ô N. lat., 85°50ô W. long.; 29°17ô N. 

lat., 85°38ô W. long.; 29°06ô N. lat., 85°38ô W. 

long.; 29°06ô N. lat., 85°50ô W. long.  The 

coordinates for the Steamboat Lumps closed area 

are: 28°14ô N. lat., 84°48ô W. long.; 28°14ô N. lat., 

84°37ô W. long.; 28°03ô N. lat., 84°37ô W. long.; 

28°03ô N. lat., 84°48ô W. long. 

Edges 40 Fathom Contour 
Closed Area19 

This area is closed to all 

HMS fishing gears from 

January- April.  Open to 

HMS fishing May-

December.   

The Edges 40 Fathom Contour closed area is 

bounded by straight lines connecting the following 

coordinates: 28°51ô N. lat., 85°16ô W. long.; to 

28°51ô N. lat., 85°04ô W. long.; to 28°14ô N. lat., 

84°42ô W. long.; to 28°14ô N. lat., 84°54ô W. long. 

Gulf of Mexico Bluefin Tuna20 
Anglers may not target bluefin tuna at any time in the Gulf of Mexico.  This area 

is bluefin tuna spawning grounds.  However, HMS Angling or HMS 

Charter/Headboat permit holders may retain one ñtrophyò bluefin tuna (>73ò) per 

vessel per year from the Gulf of Mexico, if it is caught incidentally while 

targeting other species, and provided the ñtrophyò category subquota in the Gulf 

of Mexico is available at the time of harvest (see Section VII ).21 

South Atlantic Swordfish (South of 5° N latitude) 
Recreational anglers may not fish for or land swordfish south of 5° N. latitude.22 

Other Marine Protected Areas 
There are a number of marine protected areas (MPAs) throughout U.S. waters that 

may restrict recreational fishing activities. For more information, please visit 

http://marineprotectedareas.noaa.gov/. 

http://marineprotectedareas.noaa.gov/
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IV. BILLFISHES 

ANATOMY AND MEASUREMENT OF ATLANTIC BILLFISHES 

 
LJFL measurement ï means the straight-line measurement from the anterior 

tip of the lower jaw to the fork of the caudal fin.  

IDENTIFICATION OF ATLANTIC BILLFISHES 
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AUTHORIZED SPECIES23 
Blue marlin | White marlin | Roundscale spearfish | Sailfish 

PROHIBITED SPECIES24 
Longbill spearfish 

PERMITS AND GEARS 

Permits Gear25 

1. HMS Angling,26 OR 
2. HMS Charter/Headboat,27 OR 
3. Atlantic Tunas General category28, OR Swordfish General 

Commercial29 ONLY if participating in a registered Atlantic HMS 
tournament. 

Rod and reel 

Billfish tournament anglers fishing with natural bait (or natural/artificial bait 

combination) must use non-offset circle hooks.  J-hooks and offset circle hooks 

may only be used with artificial lures.30 

SIZE/BAG LIMITS AND SEASONS 
Species Minimum Size 

(LJFL)31 
Bag Limit Season 

Blue marlin* 99ò No limit** Jan.1 ï Dec. 31 

White marlin* 66ò No limit** Jan.1 ï Dec. 31 

Roundscale spearfish*  66ò No limit** Jan.1 ï Dec. 31 

Sailfish  63ò No limit** Jan.1 ï Dec. 31 

* There is an annual U.S. landings limit of 250 Atlantic blue marlin, white 

marlin, and roundscale spearfish (combined).  Landings updates and seasonal 

closures are posted at https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-

species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-landings-updates.32 

** Bill fish cannot be retained if a hammerhead or oceanic whitetip shark is 

already on board or has been offloaded from the vessel. 

 

LANDINGS RESTRICTIONS33 

Billfish may be gutted at sea, but must be landed whole with head, fins, and bill 

intact. 

NOAA Fisheries strongly encourages the live release of billfishes. 
An Atlantic billfish that is caught but not kept must be released immediately 

without removing it from the water to improve its chances of survival.33 

Some tips for safe handling and release of billfishes: 
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/hms/compliance/guides/cc_brochure_web.pdf 

1. Do not remove the fish from the water, even for a picture. 

2. Use circle hooks and dehooking devices that hook the fish in the jaw or 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-landings-updates
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-landings-updates
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/hms/compliance/guides/cc_brochure_web.pdf
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/hms/compliance/guides/cc_brochure_web.pdf
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corner of the mouth, making it easier to remove the hook and less 

harmful to the fish. 

3. Use heavier tackle to reduce the fight time so the fish isnôt exhausted 
and depleted of energy, which could add stress and contribute to death. 

A vessel that has been issued an Atlantic Tunas General category or Swordfish 

General Commercial permit may use that permit to fish recreationally for 

Atlantic billfish during a registered Atlantic HMS tournament.  HMS Angling 

category regulations for Atlantic billfish apply, including those addressing 

authorized gears, techniques, and size limits for billfish caught under either 

permit. 

REPORTING REQUIREMENTS34 
¶ Anglers must report all recreational billfish landings. 

o Anglers in Maryland and North Carolina must report at a state-operated 

reporting station (state contact information is in Section XI ). 

o All other anglers must report to NMFS within 24 hours via one of the 

following methods: online at https://hmspermits.noaa.gov, call (800) 

894-5528, or use the HMS Catch Reporting App.  To obtain the HMS 

Catch Reporting App, go to hmspermits.noaa.gov, click on "Fish 

Reporting" or "Mobile app download." 

o If the angler enters (reports) a billfish in a registered HMS tournament, 

the tournament operator must report that fish.  A list of registered 

tournaments is available at https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-

highly-migratory-species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-

tournaments 

¶ The Large Pelagic Survey (LPS) or Marine Recreational Information 

Program (MRIP, formerly MRFSS) may survey anglers at the dock, by 

phone, or by mail.35  If contacted, anglers are required to participate in these 

surveys; however, participation does not fulfill reporting obligations and 

vessel owners/operators must still report all billfish as described above. 

RESTRICTED AREAS36 
¶ Tortugas Marine Reserves (closed year-round) 

¶ Madison Swanson and Steamboat Lumps closed areas (closed year-round 

except for surface trolling allowed May-October) 

¶ Edges 40 Fathom Contour closed area (closed January-April)  

 

https://hmspermits.noaa.gov/
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-tournaments
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-tournaments
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-tournaments


 12   

V. SWORDFISH 

ANATOMY, MEASUREMENT, AND IDENTIFICATION OF SWORDFISH 

Differences between swordfish and billfish are underlined. 

 
LJFL measurement ï straight-line measurement used if the head is naturally 

attached; CK measurement ï measurement along the curved body contour used 

if the head is removed/not naturally attached.37  ñNaturally attachedò means the 

whole head is still fully attached to the carcass; the bill may be removed up to 

the tip of the lower jaw38. 

AUTHORIZED SPECIES 

North Atlantic Swordfish (North of 5зN. lat.) 

PERMITS AND GEARS 

Permits Gear39 

1. HMS Angling,40 OR 
2. HMS Charter/Headboat,41 OR 
3. Swordfish General Commercial42 OR Atlantic Tunas General43 

ONLY if participating in a registered Atlantic HMS tournament. 

Handline and 
Rod and reel 
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SIZE/BAG LIMITS AND SEASONS 

Permits 
Minimum 

Size44 Bag Limit45 Season 
HMS Angling OR Swordfish 
General Commercial OR 
Atlantic Tunas General category (in 
a registered HMS tournament) 

47ò LJFL 

or 

25ò CK 

1 per person, up to 4 
per vessel per trip 

Jan. 1 - 
Dec. 31 

HMS Charter/ 
Headboat* 

Charter Vessels 
1 per paying 
passenger, up to 6 
per vessel per trip 

Headboat Vessels  
1 per paying 
passenger, up to 15 
per vessel per trip 

LANDING RESTRICTIONS 
Swordfish may be headed and gutted, but may not be cut into pieces at sea.46 

If a swordfish carcass has been bitten by a shark, the remainder of the fish must 

still meet the minimum LJFL or CK measurement.47 

A vessel that has been issued a Swordfish General Commercial permit may fish 

recreationally for swordfish during a registered Atlantic HMS tournament; 

however, Swordfish General Commercial regulations, including regional 

retention limits and other requirements apply (see the HMS Commercial 

Compliance Guide).48 

A swordfish that is caught but not kept must be released immediately to improve 

its chances of survival without removing it from the water49 

REPORTING REQUIREMENTS50 

¶ Anglers must report all recreational swordfish landings. 

o Anglers in Maryland and North Carolina must report at a state-operated 

reporting station (state contact information is in Section XI ). 

o All other anglers must report to NMFS within 24 hours via one of the 

following methods: online at https://hmspermits.noaa.gov, call (800) 

894-5528, or use the HMS Catch Reporting App.  To obtain the HMS 

Catch Reporting App, go to hmspermits.noaa.gov, click on "Fish 

Reporting" or "Mobile app download." 

o If the angler enters (reports) a swordfish in a registered HMS 

tournament, the tournament operator must report that fish.  A list of 

registered tournaments is available at 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-

species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-tournaments 

¶ The Large Pelagic Survey (LPS) or Marine Recreational Information 

Program (MRIP, formerly MRFSS) may survey anglers at the dock, by 

phone, or by mail.51  If contacted, anglers are required to participate in these 

https://hmspermits.noaa.gov/
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-tournaments
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/atlantic-highly-migratory-species/atlantic-highly-migratory-species-tournaments
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surveys; however, participation does not fulfill reporting obligations and 

vessel owners/operators must still report all swordfish as described above. 

RESTRICTED AREAS52 
¶ Tortugas Marine Reserves (closed year-round) 

¶ Madison Swanson and Steamboat Lumps closed areas (closed year-round 

except for surface trolling allowed May-October) 

¶ Edges 40 Fathom Contour closed area (closed January-April)   

¶ South of 5° N latitude (closed year-round)53
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VI. SHARKS 

ANATOMY OF A SHARK 

 
 

Fork l ength54 - Refers to the straight line measurement of a fish from the 

midpoint of the anterior edge of the fish to the fork of the caudal fin.  

IDENTIFICATION OF RIDGEBACK SHARKS 

 
 

IDENTIFICATION OF HAMMERHEAD SHARKS 

 

Sharks can be difficult to identify, even for experts.  To make sure you do not 

accidentally retain a prohibited species, release any sharks you are not sure you 

can identify correctly.  If the shark has an interdorsal ridge (a ridge of skin on 

the back between the two dorsal fins), there it a good chance it is a prohibited 

species and you should release it.   

Remember: If you donôt know, let it go.  For help with shark identification, 

download the Recreational Atlantic HMS Shark ID Placard 

(https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-and-education/shark-

Predorsal ridge  

Straight line measurement 

 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-and-education/shark-identification-placard
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identification-placard ), the Prohibited Shark ID Placard 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-and-education/prohibited-

shark-identification-placard) or contact the Atlantic HMS Management Division 

at 301-427-8503 to request a waterproof hard copy of the placard. 

AUTHORIZED SPECIES55 (retention allowed) 
Large Coastal Sharks (LCS)  
(non-ridgeback LCS & tiger) 

Small Coastal 
Sharks (SCS) 

Pelagic 
Sharks 

Smoothhound 
Sharks**+ 

Blacktip 
Bull 
Hammerhead, great* 
Hammerhead, scalloped* 
Hammerhead, smooth* 

Lemon 
Nurse 
Spinner 
Tiger+ 

Atlantic 
sharpnose 
Blacknose 
Bonnethead 
Finetooth 

Blue 
Oceanic 
whitetip*+ 
Porbeagle*** 
Shortfin mako 
Thresher 

Smooth dogfish 
Florida 
smoothhound 
Gulf smoothhound 

+ Ridgeback sharks that have an interdorsal ridge, or visible line of raised skin, between 

their dorsal fins. 

* Anglers cannot possess these sharks while in possession of tunas, billfish or swordfish.56 

**  Smoothhound sharks are the only authorized species with both a predorsal and an 

interdorsal ridge. 

*** Porbeagle sharks caught alive must be released unharmed if swordfish, tunas, or 

billfish are retained, possessed, or offloaded from the vessel during that trip.57   

PROHIBITED SPECIES58 (must be released) 

Atlantic angel 
Basking 
Bigeye sand tiger 
Bigeye sixgill 
Bigeye thresher 
Bignose+ 

Caribbean reef+ 
Caribbean sharpnose 
Dusky+ 
Galapagos+ 
Longfin mako 
Narrowtooth 

Night+ 
Sandbar+ 
Sand tiger 
Sevengill 
Silky+ 

Sixgill 
Smalltail 
Whale 
White* 

* A person may fish for white sharks with rod and reel, but must release the fish 

immediately, with minimal injury, and without removing it from the water.59 

+ Ridgeback sharks that have an interdorsal ridge, or visible line of raised skin between 

their dorsal fins. 

PERMITS, ENDORSEMENTS, AND GEARS 

Permits and Endorsements60 Gear61 
To fish recreationally for sharks, a shark endorsement must be held on one of 
the following permits: 
1. HMS Angling,62 OR 
2. HMS Charter/Headboat,63 OR 
3. Atlantic Tunas General category64 OR Swordfish General Commercial65 

ONLY if participating in a registered Atlantic HMS tournament.  

Handline 
and Rod 
and reel 

 

 

https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-and-education/shark-identification-placard
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-and-education/prohibited-shark-identification-placard
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/resource/outreach-and-education/prohibited-shark-identification-placard
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SIZE/BAG LIMITS AND SEASONS 

Permits Species 
Minimum 
Size66 (FL) 

Trip Bag 
Limit**67 Season 

HMS Angling, 
Charter/Headboat, 
Atlantic Tunas General 
Category*, or 
Swordfish General 
Commercial* 

Atlantic sharpnose None 1 per person 

Jan. 1 - 
Dec. 31 

Bonnethead None 1 per person 

Smoothhound Sharks None None 

Hammerheads (Great, 
Smooth, and Scalloped) 

78ò 

1 per vessel 
Shortfin mako**** 

Males at 
least 71ò 

Females at 
least 83ò 

All other sharks*** 54ò 

* Only if participating in a registered HMS tournament. 

** For example, if there are 3 passengers on a trip, the vessel may retain up to 3 Atlantic 

sharpnose, 3 bonnethead, and 1 hammerhead or other shark (7 sharks total).  Any number 

of smoothhound sharks may also be retained.  If a hammerhead shark is retained, no 

tunas, billfish, or swordfish may be retained. 

*** See above for authorized and prohibited species. 

**** See below for shortfin mako minimum size limit requirements.      

SHORTFIN MAKO MINIMUM SIZE LIMIT68 
All HMS recreational permit holders are only allowed to retain male shortfin mako 

sharks that measure at least 71 inches fork length (FL) (180 cm FL) and female shortfin 

mako sharks that measure at least 83 inches fork length (FL) (210 cm FL).  Male sharks 

are those sharks that have ñclaspers,ò see Figure below; females sharks do not have 

claspers. 

 

 

SHARK ENDORSEMENT69 
All HMS permit holders that recreationally fish for, retain, possess, or land 

sharks are required to obtain a shark endorsement on the permit, which requires 

completing an online shark identification and fishing regulation training course 

and quiz.  Permit holders can take the quiz at any time during the fishing year 

but the vessel(s) may not leave the dock on a trip that will include fishing for 
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sharks unless a new or revised permit with a shark endorsement has been issued 

for the vessel.  If requested by the vessel owner, the shark endorsement may be 

removed from the permit at any time; removal of the shark endorsement means 

sharks can no longer be fished for, retained, or landed by person(s) aboard that 

vessel. 

 

All HMS permits, including those with shark endorsements, are vessel-based 

permits that authorize all individuals fishing on the permitted vessel to fish for, 

retain, possess, and land species under that permit.  Anglers that wish to fish for 

other HMS (billfish, tuna, swordfish) are not required to obtain a shark 

endorsement if they do not intend to fish for sharks or harvest the sharks they 

catch incidentally.  HMS permit holders without a shark endorsement that 

incidentally hook a shark while fishing for other species are required to release 

the shark immediately without removing it from the water. 

CIRCLE HOOK REQUIREMENT FOR SHARKS70 
As of March 3, 2018, HMS recreational permit holders fishing recreationally for 

sharks on a vessel with the permits listed above must use non-offset, non-

stainless steel circle hooks except when fishing with flies or artificial lures.  

Circle hooks are required for any line that is targeting sharks, and this can be 

determined by the angler on a line-by-line basis.  Any shark caught on a hook 

other than a non-offset, non-stainless steel circle hook must be released unless 

caught using flies or artificial lures.   

LANDING RESTRICTIONS71 
All sharks must be landed intact with the head, tail, and all fins naturally 

attached.  The shark may be gutted and bled at sea (e.g., by making an incision 

at the base of the tail).72  ñNaturally attachedò means attached to the shark 

carcass by at least some portion of uncut skin.73 

If an Atlantic shark is caught but not kept, it must be released immediately to 

improve its chances of survival without removing it from the water.74 

As of March 3, 2018, permit holders who hold an HMS Angling, HMS 

Charter/Headboat, Atlantic Tunas General category or Swordfish General 

Commercial permit and also hold a shark limited access permit, are allowed to 

land shortfin mako sharks under the recreational size limits, retention limits, and 

gear restrictions.  Such shortfin mako sharks cannot be sold and no sharks may be 

sold that were caught by a vessel with an HMS Angling permit.75  A vessel that 

has been issued an Atlantic Tunas General category or Swordfish General 

Commercial permit with a shark endorsement may fish recreationally for Atlantic 

sharks during a registered Atlantic HMS tournament.  HMS Angling category 

regulations for Atlantic sharks apply, including those addressing authorized 

gears, techniques, bag limits and size limits. 

If any of these permit holders also hold a shark limited access permit, they are 

allowed to land shortfin mako sharks under the recreational size limits, retention 

limits, and gear restrictions. Such shortfin mako sharks cannot be sold, and no 
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sharks may be sold that were caught by a vessel with an HMS Angling permit. 

REPORTING REQUIREMENTS76 

¶ The Large Pelagic Survey (LPS) or Marine Recreational Information 

Program (MRIP, formerly MRFSS) may survey anglers at the dock, by 

phone, or by mail.77  If contacted, anglers are required to participate in 

these surveys. 

¶ Anglers in Maryland must report all recreational shark landings, and 

anglers in North Carolina must report some pelagic shark species, at a 

state-operated reporting station (state contact information is in Section 

XI ). 

RESTRICTED AREAS78 
¶ Tortugas Marine Reserves (closed year-round) 

¶ Madison Swanson and Steamboat Lumps closed areas (closed year-

round; except for surface trolling, allowed May-October) 

¶ Edges 40 Fathom Contour closed area (closed January-April)  
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VII. TUNAS 

ANATOMY OF ATLANTIC TUNAS 

 
CFL measurement ï use if the head is attached.79  CFL is measured from the tip of the upper jaw, 
tracing the contour (i.e., curve) of the body along the dorsal insertion of the pectoral fin and dorsal 

side of the caudal keel to the fork of the tail.80 PFCFL measurement ï use if head is removed from 

bluefin tuna.  PFCFL is measured from the dorsal insertion of the pectoral fin, tracing the contour of 
the body along the outer surface of the pectoral fin to the fork of the tail.81 

 

IDENTIFICATION OF ATLANTIC TUNAS 
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AUTHORIZED SPECIES 
Bigeye, Albacore, Yellowfin, and Skipjack (BAYS) tunas | Bluefin tuna 

PERMITS AND GEARS 

Species Gear82 Permits83 

BAYS and 
Bluefin 
tunas 

Bandit 
1. HMS Charter/Headboat OR 
2. Atlantic Tunas General category ONLY if participating in 

registered Atlantic HMS tournament. 

Handline 
and Rod 
and reel 

1. HMS Angling, OR 
2. HMS Charter/Headboat, OR 
3. Atlantic Tunas General category OR Swordfish General 

Commercial ONLY if participating in a registered Atlantic 
HMS tournament.  

Greenstick 
1. HMS Charter/Headboat OR 
2. Atlantic Tunas General category ONLY if participating in 

registered Atlantic HMS tournament. 

BAYS tunas 
only 

Speargun* 
1. HMS Angling OR 
2. HMS Charter/Headboat 

*Only free-swimming BAYS tunas; not those restricted by fishing lines or other means.84 

SIZE/BAG LIMITS AND SEASONS 

Species Minimum Size (CFL)85,86 Bag Limit87 Season 

Albacore None None 

Jan. 1-
Dec. 31 

Bigeye 27ò None 

Skipjack None None 

Yellowfin 27ò 

3 per person per day. Regardless 
of the length of a trip, no more 
than 3 yellowfin tuna per person 
may be possessed on board a 
vessel. 

Bluefin 

27ò to less than 47ò 
School 

Bluefin tuna retention limits may 
change throughout the season. 
Call (888)-872-8862 or (978)-281-
9260 or visit 
https://hmspermits.noaa.gov for 
current limits. 

Jan. 1-
Dec. 31 
(or when 
quota is 
met) 

47ò to less than 73ò 
Large school or 
Small medium 

73ò or greater 
Large medium or Giant 

1 per vessel per year (ñTrophyò) 
see page Error! Bookmark not 
defined. for trophy regions 

https://hmspermits.noaa.gov/
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LANDING RESTRICTIONS 

All Atlantic tunas may be landed round with fins intact, or eviscerated with the 

head removed, as long as the fish remains within the specified minimum size 

(described below) and both the tail and at least one pectoral fin remain attached 

through landing (all other fins may be removed). 88  The upper and lower lobes 

of the tuna tail may be removed for storage purposes as long as the fork of the 

tail remains intact (see tail trimming).89 

If a bigeye and/or yellowfin tuna carcass has been damaged (i.e., bitten) by a 

shark or another marine species, it may be retained and landed but the remainder 

of the fish must still meet the minimum size of 27 inches (69 cm) CFL.  No 

tissue may be cut away from or other alterations made to the damaged area of 

the fish.90 

A vessel that has been issued an Atlantic Tunas General category permit may be 

used to fish recreationally for Atlantic tunas during a registered Atlantic HMS 

tournament, applying the General category regulations, including authorized 

gears, techniques, and size limits (see the HMS Commercial Compliance 

Guide).91  Bluefin tuna less than 73ò may not be retained aboard Atlantic Tunas 

General category permitted vessels.92 

A vessel that has been issued only a Swordfish General Commercial permit may 

fish recreationally for Atlantic tunas during a registered Atlantic HMS 

tournament; however, HMS Angling category regulations for Atlantic tunas, 

including those addressing authorized gears, techniques, and size limits apply.93 

Any Atlantic tuna that is caught but not kept must be released immediately to 

improve its chances of survival without removing it from the water.94 

Tunas with heads removed 

Bluefin tuna must be at least 20 inches (51 cm) pectoral fin curved fork 

length (PFCFL) if the head is removed.95  Multiplying the PFCFL by 1.35 

gives the CFL (20ò PFCFL Ĭ 1.35 = 27ò CFL).96 

Bigeye and yellowfin tuna must be at least 27 inches (69 cm) from the 

forward edge of the cut to the fork of the tail (see image below) if the head 

is removed.97 

 

Tail trimming 




























